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Religion must always be seen within the context of the cultural 
historical situation in which any group of people find themselves. Such 
a context would include the geographical location and the types of simi¬ 
larities which are culturally conditioned. The kind of economic, poli¬ 
tical, and social systems existing must also be taken under consideration 
and seen within the context of the cultural historical situation. 
The geographical location, economy, voluntary and involuntary 
associations, educational and political institutions and race relations 
can cause the inhabitants of a community to develop, to a certain extent, 
in cultural isolation. The racial homogeneity is very closely related 
to the same historical homogeneity which saw blacks brought to the South 
as slaves to work on the cotton plantations. These factors imply a cer¬ 
tain common constellation of values which make for harmony and continuity 
in spite of differences which exist and differences which are recognized 
as such by the inhabitants. The very fact that there can be an acute 
awareness of differences existing in a community without serious inter¬ 
ruptions of the harmony and continuity attests to the basic commonality 
in which these differences are allowed to exist. 
Another factor in any religious interpretation is what we call, for 
lack of a better phrase, "the problem of alternatives". The religious 
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life always causes one to live in terms of values which are not present 
or actualized by the existing social structure. In western society, 
this problem has always been stated in terms of the tension existing 
between the religious and the secular. The secular religious tension is 
exemplified most vividly in situations where there exist rival alterna¬ 
tives to the dominant religious ways of thinking. 
In the rural South, there are few, if any, real alternatives to 
the Christian or religious way of thinking and acting. There are no 
atheists or free thinkers and even those who are negligent in their 
church attendance and religious affiliations still feel that such affili¬ 
ation is significant and invaluable. Negligence is more often associated 
with guilt rather than with a sense of freedom and independence. Because 
of the cultural differences between rural and urban blacks, there has 
been little cultural interchange between the two groups. This does not 
mean that there is no travel to and fro but rather that the ideas and 
feelings of the urban area find little ground for actualization in the 
rural South. It is difficult for those who have grown up in the rural 
South to integrate and assimilate the sophisticated and cosmopolitan 
ideals of the secular society. Very little assimilation or integration 
takes place. In the last analysis, it is an either/or decision which 
is made rather than one which attempts to grasp both alternatives. 
We must attempt to understand how people in such a situation 
actually go about understanding themselves in a religious-oriented soci¬ 
ety. Religion, as alluded to in this study, follows the rationale set 
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forth by Emile Durkheim and W. Lloyd Warner. This definition emphasizes 
as factors in religious life (1) a need for objectivity as a basis for any 
interpretation of social life, and (2) the need for certainty as a neces¬ 
sity. In the following discussion we shall see what effect religion has 
on persons who migrated from the rural South to the metropolitan centers 
of the North. 
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There is in religion what has been termed by students of religious 
institutions a church, a denomination, and a sect. The church represents 
a large, all-inclusive religious assocation which embraces all or most of 
the members of a particular society, and which may even range beyond the 
limits of national boundaries. A sect is defined as a religious organi¬ 
zation that is at war with the existing mores. It seeks to cultivate a 
state of mind and establish a code of morals different from authority. 
In order to accomplish this end, it inevitably seeks to set itself up in 
contrast with the rest of the world. A denomination is thought of as a 
sect which has made peace with the outside world, or on the other hand, 
a group no longer in conflict with other religious groups. 
Religion is defined as a "unified system of beliefs relative to 
sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs 
and practices which unit into one moral community called a church, all 
those who adhere to them." See Emile Durkheim, Elementary Forms of the 
Religious Life, trans. by J. W. Swain (London: George Allen and Unwin, 
1911), p. 47. 
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W. Lloyd Warner, American Life: Dream and Reality (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1953), pp. 22-24; and A Black Civilization 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1937). 
3 
H. Richard Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denominational ism (New 
York: Henry Holt & Co., 1929); Robert E. Park and Ernest Burgess, Intro¬ 
duction to the Science of Sociology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1921); Liston Pope, Mill Hands and Preachers (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1942); and Leopold von Wiese and Howard Becker, Systematic Sociology 
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Statement of the Problem 
Among the most interesting of the religious developments in the 
modern world have been the sects and cults that have developed in the 
urban centers. These sects and cults have been hailed as the "third 
great force of historic Christianity."^ However, they receive far less 
attention from the established churches than their membership and fellow¬ 
ship would seem to warrant. Many of these sects and cults evolved in 
houses or storefronts. The resiliency of storefront churches suggests 
that their roots in Christian sectarianism and their responsiveness to 
status deprivation constitute something more substantial than their deteri¬ 
orated buildings would indicate. 
First on the plantations and subsequently in urban areas, black 
people appropriated sect practices as oppressive outlets from oppression. 
Sect spontaneity with its emotional effectiveness offered far more immedi¬ 
ate results than direct assaults on established institutions could ever 
have produced for such status-vulnerable people. The really permanent 
revolutions of the poor, therefore, were always directed against religious 
institutions rather than against the political state or the stratified 
society. The rural poor have long been adept at changing their lives and 
circumstances by strategizing on the level of religious doctrine and 
practice. In this manner they have cut out for themselves channels of 
expression and organization fairly secure from intervention by religious 
(New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1932). 
^Robert Lee, Cities and Churches (Philadelphia: The Westminster 
Press, 1967), p. 55. 
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and secular authorities. The ease with which blacks became practitioners 
of non-conformity is not hard to understand. However, they were less 
susceptible to the process of the denominationalizing sectarian preoccu¬ 
pations. They were not alone in the rural communities of the 18th and 
19th centuries when these events occurred, and they shared with others 
low socio-economic status, cultural isolation, and experimental confine¬ 
ment. The rural poor have long been adept at changing their lives and 
circumstances by strategizing on the level of religious doctrines and 
practices. In this manner they have cut out for themselves channels of 
expression and organizations fairly severe from intervention by religious 
and secular authorities. 
This research will examine the factors which cause the storefront 
churches to survive in spite of the well-established denominational 
churches which exist in many urban areas. 
Leading Ideas 
Many explanations have been advanced to account for the emergence 
of urban sects—their vitality, enthusiasm, and ability to exact a total 
commitment from their followers. One such theory is true in the case of 
rural migrants to urban centers. It contends that sect membership often 
reflects a form of social reorganization in the face of a "culture shock" 
which the city dweller initially experiences.^ By joining these revival- 
istic sects and cults, the migrant can recover a sense of security and 
find supportive group relationships in the new urban environment. 
^Ibid. 
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Review of the Literature 
Storefront churches have been the subject of much controversy ever 
since their emergence on the urban scene. 
James Weldon Johnson inveighed against storefront churches as sellers 
of a fraudulent brand of Christianity, propagated by scoundrels and boot¬ 
leggers of religion.^ They have ever since been sources of embarrassment 
to persons in the middle class. The persistence of storefront churches 
for survival suggests that their roots in Christian sectarianism and 
their responsiveness to status deprivation constitute something more sub¬ 
stantial than their run-down buildings indicate. 
2 
St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton report that over seventy-five 
percent of the churches in Bronzeville were small storefront churches 
where memberships averaged less than twenty-five members. Many of these 
churches represented survivals from the period of the Great Migration 
or were the result of leadership conflicts within the larger churches. 
The prevalence of storefront churches seems to have resulted from the 
lack of available edifices during the first years of the influx. These 
churches tend to be concentrated in run-down, low-rent, business streets 
and in generally undesirable neighborhoods. The membership consisted of 
persons from the "lower class" and the religious services were informal. 
These churches persisted probably because of the close contact which the 
members had with each other. 
^Hubert Collins, "Store Front Churches," Negro American Literature 
Forum 4:2 (Indiana State University) (July 1970): 64. 
2 
St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton, Black Metropolis (New York: 
Harcourt Brace & Co., 1945), p. 413. 
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Benjamin E. Mays and Joseph W. Nicholson^ report that the store¬ 
front church is a significant part of the religious life of a society. 
They contend that storefront churches are primarily emergency quarters 
for churches that look forward to owning conventional church buildings 
later. These authors don't believe that storefront churches are short¬ 
lived. However, where the storefront church is short-lived, it is often 
short-lived only with respect to a situation at a given point. To say 
that the storefront church is too insignificant to be taken seriously is 
equivalent to saying that the people of these churches are of little 
worth.2 3 
3 
C. Norman Eddy classifies the religion which exists in storefront 
churches into three categories. The first of these is the transitory 
local group. This group is usually emotional in character and does not 
have strong interchurch affiliation. The second type is "charismatic", 
that is, it is the creation of a forceful leader who is able to sustain 
the loyalty of small bodies of people in several cities. Finally, there 
is a third type arising from a myth which unifies people socially by 
giving them a distinctive ritual and belief. These divisions do not em¬ 
brace all storefront groups and are not entirely self-exclusive; however, 
they do provide a workable framework for describing the essential charac¬ 
teristics of such bodies. 
^Benjamin E. Mays and Joseph W. Nicholson, The Negro's Church (New 
York: Institute of Social and Religious Research, 1933)* P* 96. 
2Ibid. 
3 
C. Norman Eddy, "Storefront Religion," Reliqion in Life 28 
(Winter 1958-59): 68. 
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The religion which exists in storefront churches is sectarian or 
cultic in nature. Ernst Troeltsch^ contrasts the sect-type with the 
church-type in his study. Although he makes no attempt to examine a par¬ 
ticular sect which might be in transition from sect to church, it is 
possible to examine a sect in transition based upon his views of a sect- 
type as contrasted with a church-type. 
2 
Arthur Fauset presents an excellent description of all the sects 
and makes a comparison between them. He discusses the following sects: 
Mt. Sinai Holy Church of America, Inc., United House of Prayer for All 
People, Church of God (Black Jews), Moorish Science Temple of America, 
and the Father Divine Peace Mission Movement. He compares them on the 
basis of testimonies, origin, organization, membership, finance, sacred 
text, beliefs, ritual, and practices. Race consciousness, relief from 
physical and mental illness, the personality of the leader, and the super¬ 
natural being are factors which attract blacks to these sects. 
3 
Melvin Williams presents an anthropological study which describes 
the black southern peasant who has migrated to the urban North and the 
adjustment he makes. He also describes the role of the black church in 
this transition, the concept of the community in modern society, and the 
cultural content of poverty. 
^Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teachings of the Christian Church 
(New York: Harper & Row, I960). 
2 
Arthur H. Fauset, Black Gods of the Metropolis (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1944). 
3 
Melvin D. Williams, Community in a Black Pentecostal Church 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1974). 
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Ivan Light presents an excellent section in his book on Father 
Divine's Peace Mission Movement. He stresses the fact that if it had 
not been for the "Depression," the Peace Mission Movement would not have 
succeeded. The greatest achievement which the Peace Mission Movement 
succeeded in was its economic accomplishments. The members pooled their 
funds and formed cooperatives. Business expansions included such coopera¬ 
tives as "Peace" garages, laundries, meat markets, grocery stores, barber 
shops, and restaurants. 
The Mission also practiced a form of ascetic love communion in which 
all things were held in common, and an extremely rigid morality demanded 
cleanliness, abstinence from liquor and sex, profanity and good citizen¬ 
ship. Father Divine's followers supported civil rights and the social 
welfare of black people and were urged to help implement a plan for 
equality for all mankind, with the abolition of such evils as lynchings 
and Jim Crow practices. 
2 3 4 
Sara Harris, John Hoshor, and Robert Parker, biographers of 
Father Divine, present very detailed and intimate accounts of Father 
Divine's life. They trace his family background, his early ministry, and 
his "conversion" to God. They also describe some intimate details of the 
Peace Mission Movement and some of the persons who were associated with 
the success of this Movement. 
^Ivan H. Light, Ethnic Enterprise in America (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1972). 
2 
Sara Harris, Father Divine, Holy Husband (New York: Doubleday & 
Co., Inc., 1953). 
3 
John Hoshor, God in a Rolls Royce (New York: Hi 1lman-Curl, Inc., 
1936). 
Robert A. Parker, The Incredible Messiah (Boston: Little, Brown, 
10 
Methodology 
Researchers of the storefront church have indicated that it is 
an arduous task to obtain a great deal of information about them. First, 
the storefront churches are often short-lived, sometimes they disinte¬ 
grate, and many other times they move to larger buildings. Many of our 
present-day established churches emerged from the storefront church. 
Secondly, membership in these churches can be transitory for persons often 
change membership to other churches. Finally, some of these churches are 
overlooked in any census that might be taken thus overlooking a large 
sector of the black urban population. 
This researcher used secondary sources, periodicals, and interviews 
to obtain information for this study. She also visited several store¬ 
front churches in order to observe their religious services and the impact 
which these churches have on their members. In this study she will use 
the Father Divine Peace Mission Movement as a classic example of the evo¬ 
lution of a storefront church and describe how it emerged to become a 
popular Movement during the Depression. 
& Co., 1937) 
CHAPTER II 
HISTORICAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 
OF THE STOREFRONT CHURCH 
History of the Black Church 
Historically, the black church can be traced from African roots. 
The important role of religion in the social organization of American 
blacks has been due to the conditions under which blacks were introduced 
into the New World and to the subordination and relative social isolation 
in American society. Under the circumstances of their subordination and 
isolation in American society, it is difficult to imagine organized 
social life among blacks without the important role of the religion 
and the black church. The blacks were partially stripped of their social 
heritage and their traditional social organization was destroyed as the 
result of the manner in which they were enslaved and became the labor 
force in the plantation economy. They did not possess a historical 
tradition and whatever memories of their African culture were preserved 
through oral transmissions lost their meaning when there was no longer 
a social organization to sustain them. 
There was only one element in their African heritage that was able 
to survive capture in Africa and transfer to the New World—dancing, the 
most primitive form of religious expression. In the "shouting" on the 
Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina and Georgia one may discover 
11 
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the remnants of the African religious heritage. However, no African 
religious cults became established on American soil. The dominant caste 
did everything possible to suppress their heathen practices. The estab¬ 
lished church with its emphasis upon a knowledge of the catechism for 
baptism and with its religious ritual requiring order did not make much 
progress among the slaves. It was only with the coming of the Baptist 
and Methodist missionaries that the slaves found a form of religion in 
which they could give expression to their deepest emotions. The gather¬ 
ings in which tribeless men and women without the bonds of kinship could 
find solidarity became regular meetings for religious services and a new 
bond of cohesion was established in the New World. Not only was a new 
bond with their fellow slaves established, but as they joined in the 
religious services of their white masters their moral isolation in the 
white world began to break down. 
So far as the slaves were permitted some autonomy in their religious 
life, there came into existence what Frazier called an "invisible insti¬ 
tution" of the black church.^ Black religion was the moral and spiritual 
community of the black people of Africa transplanted on American soil. 
On the plantation, it was hidden and of necessity transformed, but never¬ 
theless, it was present; its influence touched all things and without it 
life became death. After Emancipation, the "invisible institution" of 
the black church was absorbed by the institutional churches which the 
^E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Church in America (New York: 
Schocken Books, Inc., 1964), p. 38. 
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blacks who were free before the Civil War had established. There was 
some conflict between the two elements because the former slaves pre¬ 
ferred a more primitive form of worship and continued the religious tra¬ 
dition represented in the spirituals. Nevertheless, the two elements 
fused in a church organization which became the major form of organized 
social life among blacks. For the masses of blacks who were segregated 
from the mainstream of American life, the church communities in the South 
became a sort of nation within a nation. 
After Emancipation, the enlarged church organization played an even 
more important role in the organization of the black community. They were 
responsible for economic cooperation for the purpose of erecting and 
buying churches, and they also provided the incentive for the pooling of 
the meager economic means for blacks for mutual assistance and insurance 
companies. It was also through the black church organization that the 
initiative on the part of blacks in securing an education and building 
educational institutions was expressed. Since blacks were excluded from 
political participation in the American community at large, the black 
church became the most important place for political life among blacks. 
Thus, the black church became one of the main agents of social control 
in the black community. 
The mass urbanization of blacks in the North during World War I 
caused the transformation of the churches. The white and sophisticated 
black churches of the North did not welcome them and thus they longed 
for churches similar to those in the rural South. 
The Emergence of the Storefront Church 
The storefront church is a comparatively recent development in the 
14 
history of the black church. It is housed in a previously commercial 
establishment such as an abandoned theater, hall, store, or a run-down 
house. It is an independent unit and is usually fundamentalist in belief 
(Baptist, Holiness, or Spiritualist). It owes its existence to the fact 
that it provides an opportunity for self-expression and social contacts. 
Clifton Brown describes a storefront church as follows: 
Whatever their denominations, these churches have been found 
in the ghettoes of all American cities. They are usually 
defined with the socio-economic background of their member¬ 
ship. These religious bodies have a stabilizing influence 
in the ghettoes. Their influence stems from the fact that 
the churches were organized entirely by blacks and have been 
close enough to their communicants to be able to minister to 
their personal needs.1 
The storefront church is usually located in a deteriorated area of 
the black community. Storefront churches are part of the urban scene 
2 
wherever blacks cluster. In the Bedford-Stuyvesant area of Brooklyn 
alone, where there are over 200,000 black people living, close to 200 
storefront churches preserve almost the entire record or esoteric and 
emotional Christianity in the midst of a multiplicity of distracting 
3 
urban activities. 
The storefront church is more characteristic of the northern than 
the southern city. In order to understand how this occurred, it will be 
necessary to examine the factors which stimulated blacks to migrate to 
northern cities in a mass movement during the period 1914-1925. World 
^Clifton R. Brown, "Black Religion," The Black Church in America, 
ed. Hart N. Nelsen (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1971)» p- 22. 
2 
Hubert Collins, "Store Front Churches," Negro American Literature 
Forum 4:2 (Indiana State University) (July 1970): 64. 
3Ibid. 
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War I had begun and caused an unprecedented demand on the part of north¬ 
ern industries for large numbers of unskilled laborers. Emmett Scott 
describes the situation as follows: 
The black migrant was sought to work in the northern 
industries because the immigrants living here had 
returned to Europe to fight for their own countries. 
Almost simultaneously with the World War was the 
devastation of the one crop system by the boll-weevil 
and the occurence of floods in the major cotton states 
in 1915- These calamities further stimulated the migra¬ 
tion of blacks. The boll-weevil and the floods made 
life on the farm very unstable and precarious for blacks. 
The traditional custom of mortgaging the crop before it 
was produced broke down. Banks and merchants ceased to 
extend credit since cotton could no longer be relied 
upon for security. Northern industries, offering attract¬ 
ive wages, seized this opportunity to bid for black labor.1 
Furthermore, blacks in the South suffered such oppressions as 
inadequate school systems, lynchings, and Jim Crow legislation. These 
factors also stimulated blacks to migrate North in hopes of seeking bet¬ 
ter opportunities for themselves and their families. 
As a result of this mass migration from the South, large black com¬ 
munities were created in the urban areas of the North. The black migrant 
faced many problems in his new city environment. The popular myth that 
the North would be a "haven" where he could find better jobs, better 
living conditions, and freedom from discrimination was just that. Instead 
he was exposed to such vices as number writers, shrewd politicians, dope 
addiction, and prostitution. Also, racism in the North was in a more 
subtle and sophisticated form than the black migrant was able to cope with 
These problems made adjustment to city life even more difficult for the 
Press, 
Emmett Scott, Negro Migration During the War (New Yorks 




The migration also created the disorganization of the black family. 
Frazier describes this situation as follows: 
The masses of blacks from rural areas were unable to stand 
the shock of the disintegrating forces in urban life. 
Even when families migrated to the cities, they often dis¬ 
integrated when they no longer had the support of neighbors 
and friends and the institution which has held them together 
in the rural South. The disorganization of the black family 
in the city was reflected in the large number of women who 
had been deserted by their husbands, by the increase number 
of unmarried mothers, and by the high rates of juvenile 
delinquency among blacks.1 
Moreover, the sickness and burial societies, and the secret fra¬ 
ternal organizations which had provided security for blacks in the rural 
South could not be revived in the impersonal environment of the city. 
These organizations contributed an important function in the social life 
of the rural South. 
However, the most important crisis in the life of the black migrant 
was produced by the absence of the church which had been the center of 
2 
his social life and refuge from a hostile white world. This resulted in 
the transformation of the black church and changed the religious behavior 
of blacks. This change resulted in the secularization of the black church. 
The church placed less emphasis upon salvation after death and directed 
its activities toward the economic, social, and political problems which 
blacks faced in their present society. 
The black migrant continued his traditional affiliation with his 
Vrazier, op. cit., p. 48. 
2Ibid. 
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former church when he came to the city. However, the religious services 
of the city church were too sophisticated for the migrant and church mem¬ 
bers looked down upon him because of his southern ways and grammar. The 
black migrant did not feel at home in the city church and desired a form 
of worship similar to that which he knew in the rural South. The worship 
services among members of the rural South were informal. Whenever a mem¬ 
ber felt inclined to express his feelings, he was able to do so. This 
expression usually took the form of singing, praying, or shouting. In an 
attempt to add meaning to his life, these members pulled out and found 
storefront churches. Here they could find a sense of belonging and were 
able to worship in ways that were not alien to them. 
One can hardly say how well the urban church was prepared to assimi¬ 
late the rural black into its membership and to assist him to become adjus¬ 
ted to the city church. Mays and Nicholson^ believed that the rural black 
did, however, seek to adjust himself religiously in the city. This was 
especially true in the North, where at least a generation ago many migrants 
did not feel at home in the city church possibly because the church was 
not adequately prepared for the emergency caused by the migration. 
The following description is a typical example of the physical 
appearance of many storefront churches. 
Through progressively more detailed simulations of con¬ 
ventional churches, the storefronts mount an esthetic of 
inscriptions and designs ranging between naive represen¬ 
tation and graffiti. The facades are painted, papered, 
^Benjamin E. Mays and Joseph Nicholson, The Negro's Church (New 
York: Russell and Russell, Inc., 1933)» p. 97» 
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curtained, or sheathed, and generally embellished with 
biblical illustrations. The windows contain potted 
plants, or pictures. And the colors of paint used to 
conceal the wear and tear of time, inadvertently accent 
the architectural detail of a bygone day. But even the 
most shabby stores are surrounded with neologistic sect 
names, signs listing the order of services, and posters 
listing references to biblical passages.^ 
The black community, by the end of the 1930's was literally over¬ 
crowded with churches of every variety and description. There was an 
increase in the number of Holiness and Pentecostal denominations, and 
independent groups such as storefront churches. Cayton and Drake describe 
the situation in Chicago during this period: 
On many of the business streets in the more run-down areas 
there are scores of "storefront churches. To the uniniti¬ 
ated, this plethora of churches is no less baffling than the 
bewildering variety and the colorful extravagance of the 
names. Nowhere else in Midwest Metropolis could one find, 
within a stone's throw of one another, a Hebrew Baptist 
Church, a Baptized Believers' Holiness Church, a Universal 
Union Independent, a Church of Love and Faith; Spiritual, a 
Holy Mt. Zion Methodist Episcopal Independent, and a United 
Pentecostal Holiness Church. Or a cluster such as St. John's 
Christian Spiritual, Park Mission African Methodist Episcopal, 
Philadelphia Baptist, Little Rock Baptist, and the Aryan Full 
Gospel, Spiritualist.^ 
Many types of sects arose among the lower class of people during the 
Depression. These were various holiness sects which sought to return to 
a primitive form of Christianity. The most prominent of these sects were 
the Mt. Sinai Holy Church of America, the United House of Prayer for All 
People (Bishop Grace), the Church of God (Black Jews), the Moorish Science 
^Collins, op. cit., p. 66. 
2 
St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton, Black Metropolis (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 19^5), p. 381. 
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Temple of America, and the Father Divine Peace Mission Movement.^ 
To have a better understanding of the Holiness religion, an example 
of the origin and practices of the Holiness group is presented. 
2 
The Holiness Group 
Holiness—The Holiness group is small but rather important with 
reference to the social structure of the community. How the Holiness is 
established in a community takes a strange twist in that the conception 
is usually far removed from its origin. In the example that is cited in 
this section the organizer, a powerful community leader, spent several 
years living with her daughter in the "Sugar Hill" section of Manhattan. 
Adjustment was difficult, particularly when she met various families liv¬ 
ing in that section of New York City. She was from a society that was 
religious-oriented in the sense that the majority of the community activi¬ 
ties were church-associated. Her adjustment to religious life was also 
difficult. She could not accept the secular orientation of Manhattan, 
and more particularly, membership in a church which sponsored dances for 
teenagers. Her great shock came when the pastor of the church married a 
woman who was a Power's model and a chorus girl. Furthermore, the church 
voted the young pastor a vote of confidence. 
Symbolically speaking, her experience on Saint Simon Island had 
1 Arthur H. Fauset, Black Gods of the Metropolis (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1944), p. 9* 
2 
This section on the Holiness Religion is based on a study by John 
D. Reid. See "The People of Saint Simon Island," Ph.D. dissertation, 
Department of Sociology, University of Chicago, 1956. This study is 
presented as a classic example of the religious experience of rural 
blacks and gives evidence to the process of cultural diffusion which 
is currently taking place in the urban areas. 
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been quite different. The minister, by tradition, was not as worldly; 
life had been simple and the community did not lend itself to anonymity. 
In other words, Manhattan, with its cultural diversity, complex division 
of labor and social class system was completely indifferent to the Saint 
Simon Islander. As a result of finding herself in a community in which 
the majority of social activities are set apart from the church, she 
attended the religious services of the sects, scattered along the vacant 
store fronts on Seventh and Eighth Avenues. It was in this experience 
that she was able to meet certain psychological needs or to find herself 
in a social situation closely approximating Saint Simon Island and reflect¬ 
ing her previous experiences. She subsequently joined the Church of God 
Holiness and became a very active member for the remainder of her stay 
in Manhattan. 
On her return to Saint Simon Island in 1935, she organized a Holiness 
group. This group was composed of the older female Baptists who felt that 
their value system was threatened by a "trend of sophistication" and con¬ 
trolled emotions. They also felt that the religious laxity in the com¬ 
munity was causing it to "go to the dogs." 
Membership in Holiness are usually about forty-five members of this 
group and the church structure is a frame building of one room, though 
large. Members are spoken of as "sanctified" because they have had a so- 
called spiritual rebirth, in which they undergo intense emotional experi¬ 
ence and feel that God has entered their soul during this process. They 
are Christian fundamentalists, basing their creed on a literal interpre¬ 
tation of the Bible, which book each of them has studied extensively. 
Conversation centering around the Bible is prevalent in everyday contact. 
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This group is composed of members who are prominent in community activi¬ 
ties and leadership and believe firmly in the desirability of modern 
formal education and tolerance toward other religious groups, a belief 
that is not shared in general by the Holiness group. 
The members of this group believe in the Judaistic-Christian omni¬ 
scient God. They have varying conceptions of Him as God. A widespread 
conception, however, is that of the "Holy Spirit," which is the concept 
of God as He manifests Himself in their souls and is omnipresent. Once 
they have been saved, this "Holy Spirit" enters their souls and lives 
therein, as a conscience and as a protector against evil forces. God is 
more realistic, more near to a being with a definite form than to any 
other modern Christian group. 
The Holiness members frequently remark, "To belong to the Holiness 
Church is a step closer to the pure life." They emphasize that it is 
not sufficient for one that he has been converted, but after conversion 
one must be sanctified; and besides he must be filled with the "Holy 
Spirit." As a rule the Holiness members place great emphasis on sancti¬ 
fication, i.e., the pure life, and although they will stipulate that the 
usual experience (spirit possession) is necessary for salvation, it is 
the concern with living purely and in a holy manner which occupies their 
everyday thoughts. Members remark that "Once you have had the unusual 
experience, you have had it and that's that." The pure life is a matter 
of constant preoccupation and can be shattered at any time even after 
years of adherence to the Holiness principles. Any sermon in the Holiness 
Church or a discussion with any of the members will disclose the great 
importance attached to the pure life. 
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The members of the Holiness Church indicated in their interviews 
that they found reassurance in the group. It is within this setting that 
they are impressed with the opportunity to strive for the second degree 
of Christian life, sanctification. They endeavor to shed all carnal pre¬ 
dispositions and desires in order that they present themselves before God 
and man sanctified and pure. However, this excludes many of them who 
have been converted, and it can even exclude members of the group who have 
striven to lead pure lives, refraining from drinking intoxicants, from 
smoking, dancing with members of the opposite sex, swearing, going to 
ball games, using profane language, and from doing about everything and 
anything that would make ordinary life bearable. They are taught that 
only a limited number of people on earth will be saved in the last days. 
To be among the select, one must reach the third stage of salvation, 
namely, become filled with the "Holy Spirit", and the test of this is 
some unusual experience such as a vision or a dream, hearing a heavenly 
voice or experiencing a miraculous healing. 
Social Structure of the Storefront Church 
Leadership. The storefront church has a less complex organizational 
structure than the more formal church. It approximates the early origin 
of the Christian church; that is, it has a congregation—in biblical 
terms, a "multitude"—a minister.^ The storefront church may lack the 
organizational ritual which characterizes larger churches. Also, it may 
lack choirs, ushers, and a board of trustees. 
^William Moore, Jr., The Vertical Ghetto (New York: Random House, 
1969), p. 163. 
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The ministers of independently operated storefront churches are 
men and women who frequently double during the week as unskilled or 
semi-skilled workers and receive little livelihood from their churches. 
A small percentage of them, however, receive large contributions from 
their churches and donations from private consultations because of their 
extraordinary ability and peculiar talents. 
Storefront ministers are often referred to as "Jack-leg preachers" 
or "spiritualists," particularly by better trained and sophisticated 
ministers. They usually lack formal education and preparation for the 
ministry, but they usually possess leadership skills, organizing ability, 
and a charismatic personality. It takes all of these qualities in addi¬ 
tion to the ability to preach and sing and make the best use of a group 
of people, to keep a congregation together to make it thrive. 
Usually, a storefront minister gets into the ministry by studying 
the Bible, actively serving in a church or showing proof of membership 
in it, preaching to a congregation and then, after satisfying it and 
its ministers, getting the minister to ordain him. Once ordained, the 
new minister gathers around him usually six or eight persons to start a 
new congregation in his home or the home of one of the eight persons. 
Sometimes, once the group is organized, the ministers and officers of 
this recently found church will apply for charter papers from the state 
government if he expects his church to own property. 
The average storefront minister, when asked what prompted him to 
become a minister, invariably will reply: "I was called of God to go 
and preach, and save souls," or "The Lord gave me a gift—the gift of 
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preaching.These ministers are usually Southern born and reared in 
rural areas with a dash of egocentricity and showmanship in their makeup. 
However, this does not mean that they are completely devoid of sincerity 
and devotion, either to belated calling or to their faith. The fact that 
most of them are natives of the South, steeped in its rural folkways and 
folklore, and are sincere and devoted, with generally commanding personal 
ities, they appeal very strongly to newcomers from the South who find 
the big city church and its people alien. Since they are uneducated 
ministers who have lived a rough life and are not reluctant to admit 
they once broke "just about every law of God," they have a common denomi¬ 
nation with their congregations that a sophisticated minister in a sophis 
ticated church might well wish he had with his members. 
It doesn’t take much intelligence or education to understand the 
impact these ministers have on their members. A typical example of the 
impact which one minister has on his members is as follows: 
There was a time when I was a young man, that I didn't 
care about God—didn't care to hear bout him either. 
I stole, I womanized, I cursed, I went to jail, I drank, 
just like any wino out there on the corner. I sinned; 
did everything but killed. 
But let me tell you something. There comes a time when 
God spoke to me just as he will to every man and woman. 
I didn't hear him right away. He had to teach me a 
lesson, by taking my mother away—the only thing that 
was close to me. It was then that I cried, "Help me, 
help me, God." When you cry like that, He'll hear you, 
and help you.1 2 
Membership. The people who attend storefront churches are mainly 
1 Ibid. 
^Ibid., p. 165. 
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from the lower class. As mentioned previously, these churches give them 
a sense of belonging. The members are new migrants to the city, or they 
may be old residents who are dissatisfied with the formality and coldness 
they find in churches of their own denominations. "No one knows or cares 
about you in the big church," says one woman. "If I miss a Sunday, prac¬ 
tically everybody from church comes to see me including my pastor."^ 
The majority of the membership consists of women. They are the 
backbone of the large or small black church. One minister's opinion about 
the large membership of women in his storefront as opposed to men is as 
follows: 
Men ain't no good if you want a church to be a success, 
unless they're old and sick. They ask too many questions 
about things. They want to know where every nickel go. 
They won't go out and sell tickets or beg for the church. 
You can't fire up men enough. Women? They're the church's 
salvation, not only little churches but the big ones too.2 
3 
In a study by Melvin Williams, he classifies four categories of 
membership in a Pentecostal church—elite, core, supportive, and marginal. 
The elite members constitute a well-defined power structure. They provide 
meaningful input to decision-making processes and help to decide and 
implement direction for the church. They are the older members of the 
church who have proven their ability to organize, utilize, and manipulate 
the symbols in their church. They have learned well the values of the 
church—loyalty, financial resources, exposure—which culminate in strategic 
^Cayton and Drake, op. cit., p. 606. 
2 
Moore, op. cit., p. 166. 
3 
Melvin D. Williams, Community In A Black Pentecostal Church 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 197*0, p. 61. 
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alliances within the church and thus create power. The elite members are 
the pastor's "right arm," and both the pastor and elite recognize this 
reciprocal dependence. 
The core members are the "workhorses" of the church. They give to 
the church in service what the elite gives in planning and leadership. 
They have no direct voice in decision-making, but through their member¬ 
ship alliances they can influence any decisions. This group has the 
largest membership and it contributes most to the church in terms of ser¬ 
vice and participation. 
The supportive members consist of those who recently joined the 
church or those who choose not to become totally involved in the community. 
They fulfill their financial obligations to the church but refrain from 
participation in most activities. They do not hold or compete for offices 
in the church, but they enjoy their sense of belonging and the partici¬ 
pation in the worship service, especially the emotional filled parts of 
the religious service. 
The marginal members are the residual category into which fall, in 
large part, members who are not able to participate fully in the church 
because of personal inadequacy such as age, physical handicaps, emotional 
instability, or lack of time and energy. 
Sermon. The great emphasis in the sermons is placed upon such sins 
as adultery, sexual promiscuity, heaven, and hell. It frequently alludes 
to the material, physical, and spiritual conditions of individual members. 
The congregation, individually as well as collectively, takes part in the 
service personally testifying on divine help and salvation. The sermons 
rarely allude to social issues or worldly issues. A description of one 
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storefront service is as follows: 
A visit to the place of worship is a challenge to the senses 
and human endurance. As one approaches he is immediately 
aware of loud activity. He hears the forceful singing of 
spirituals, the rhythm of clapping hands and stomping feet, 
the ring of tambourines, the repetition of random voices 
uttering, "Amen." These sounds are accompanied by the sight 
of people shouting and sometimes rolling on the floor. It is 
raw exhibition, culminating in a crescendo of emotional pande¬ 
monium. 1 
Many ministers use symbolic expressions in their sermons in order 
to make them more meaningful to the members. Conflict within a church 
is usually described in anatomical terms. An example of how one minister 
uses it in his sermon is as follows: 
A reaction of anger is characterized as "having rocks 
in your jaw," to "puff up," "swell up," "get hot," and 
"blow your top." The pastor says that angry members 
"draw up like a knot and if you don't get your way you 
look like you're sitting on a spoke." The members say 
that they have no confidence in the flesh; some folks 
can't see "no further than their nose; and a lot of folks 
have forked tongues, they can talk out of both sides of 
their mouths."2 
Symbolic Expressions. One of the forms of symbolic expression is a 
communication code that serves constantly to create images of the biblical 
story and the traditional life style in the rural South. Sermons, testi¬ 
monies, prophecies, songs, and casual conversations are rich with images 
with which the members can identify and which reinforce the cohesion of 
their religious community. The members eat food which is traditional. 
The animals they use in examples and analogies are reminiscent of life 
on the farm, and the idioms expressed in human anatomy, the rural land- 
^Moore, op. cit., p. 167. 
2 
Williams, op. cit., p. 128. 
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scape, death, the physical world, and the supernatural are subtle codes 
with which the members constantly confirm their underlying values. They 
believe they are different, a "despised few," "poor folks," but they use 
this perspective of the wider society to validate their own existence in 
relationship to familiar things.^ Thus, perceived pressures from the 
wider society culminate in a self-conception full of traditional idioms, 
which they constantly express. 
The Father Divine Peace Mission Movement is a classic example of 
the evolution of a storefront church. His church began as a storefront 
church and became a well-established church with temples throughout the 
United States and foreign countries. The highly charismatic personality 
of Father Divine led to the growth of his kingdom to considerable propor¬ 
tion. The next chapter will discuss the Peace Mission Movement and its 
influence on members in society. 
11bid., p. 130. 
CHAPTER III 
PERSPECTIVES OF FATHER DIVINE'S PEACE MISSION MOVEMENT 
The Father Divine Peace Mission Movement arose during the 1930's 
when the country was in a Great Depression. Sparked by the masses of un¬ 
employment and miseries of the Depression, there occurred a burgeoning of 
myths, sectarian holiness cults in the black neighborhoods. Under the 
economic stress, hundreds of cultists-fakers and charlatans of every 
brand—swept into Negro communities, set up shop, and began to flourish 
. . 1 
in a big way. 
Father Divine was the most popular of the cult leaders. He was 
believed to have been born George Baker in Savannah, Georgia, in 1882. 
However, according to him he was not born at all but "combusted" at the 
2 
corner of 134th Street and Seventh Avenue in New York City in 1900. He 
began his ministry as one of the black preachers "called" to serve God. 
George Baker might have lived out his days in the obscurity of the Georgia 
3 
backwoods had not local rednecks taken exception to his preaching. He 
moved North and received his theological training under Father Jehovia 
in Baltimore and later under the Reverend St. Bishop in Harlem. From 
^Ivan H. Light, Ethnic Enterprise In America (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1972), p. 141. 
2 
Maurice Davie, Negroes in American Society (New York: McGraw-Hill 
Book Co., Inc., 1949), p. 84. 
3 
Light, op. cit., p. 141. 
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these instructors he absorbed a theological approach which claimed 
"every man a God", or God dwelling in every man.^ He changed his name 
from George Baker and became known as Major J. Divine. Afterwards, he 
proclaimed himself to be God and his followers also proclaimed him to be 
God. 
Father Divine came to New York with his first wife, Penniah, and 
twelve disciples and started a communal household. Later, he moved to 
Sayville, Long Island, where he established his first "Heaven" in which 
2 
he acted as God while his "Angels" circulated about him. 
In Sayville, Father Divine secured a license to operate an employ¬ 
ment agency to hire people for domestic service. Gradually his employ¬ 
ment business increased and he gathered into his household a permanent 
group of followers who lived there while waiting for available jobs and 
returned to await new ones. For ten years following the purchase of the 
Sayville estate, Father Divine did not have a well-known reputation as a 
spiritual leader. On Sundays, and on free holidays, many black domestic 
servants gathered there to participate in religious exercises and to lift 
3 
their voices in praise of Father Divine. However, it was not until 1930 
that his popularity really began to increase. This resulted because news 
was circulated that free chicken dinners were being served to the public 
and everyone was welcomed. Thus busloads of Pentecostal blacks began 
1 Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
^Ibid., p. 142. 
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coming from Harlem to visit Father Divine.^ If Father Divine was asked 
where he obtained funds to provide free meals, he would answer that his 
heavenly powers enabled him to do so. Economic conditions in Harlem 
began to worsen and many Harlemnites came to Sayville to get free chicken 
dinners and listen to Father Divine's preaching. 
This action aroused the opposition of white neighbors and Father 
Divine was indicted by the Grand Jury of Suffolk County on the charge of 
maintaining a public nuisance. He pleaded guilty and was sentenced to 
jail. Following his conviction, the defendant was informed that he must 
cooperate with authorities by furnishing a complete history of his life. 
However, Father Divine denied that he had any record of his past. Less 
than one week after Father Divine's conviction came the event which did, 
perhaps, more than any one thing to set on him the seal of omnipo- 
2 
tence in his followers' eyes. The Judge who had sentenced him to jail 
died suddenly of a heart attack. Upon hearing this news, Father Divine 
stated "I hated to do it." When his followers heard this news they 
3 
rejoiced and said, "Thank you Father!" "It's truly wonderful!" 
Later, the Peace Mission Movement's headquarters moved to Harlem 
where it continued to expand throughout the United States and foreign 
countries. In the meantime, Father Divine's first wife died. Several 
years later he married a white woman known as "Sweet Angel." This mar¬ 
riage caused much resentment among his followers since marriage in the 
"kingdom" was forbidden. Father Divine explained to his followers that 
^Ibid. 
2 
Robert A. Parker, The Incredible Messiah (Boston: Little, Brown 
& Co., 1937), p. 60. 
3Ibid. 
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this was a spiritual marriage only. Also, Father Divine carried an 
entourage of black and white secretaries wherever he travelled. These 
secretaries were always present to record every word which Father Divine 
spoke. 
The Peace Mission Movement served as an economic, social, and relig¬ 
ious organization to masses of black and white people from all social 
classes. It was the economic aspect of this Movement which caused more 
curiosity than any other phase. Since the Movement originated during 
the Depression, many persons wondered how Father Divine secured funds to 
sponsor various projects. In order to understand how money was secured 
for projects, one must understand the principles by which the Peace Mis¬ 
sion Movement operated. First, the Peace Mission Movement was not one 
single cooperative, but a group of cooperatives sharing their resources. 
It was based upon principles taught by Father Divine and brought into 
spiritual unity by the economic loyalty and devotion which all members 
felt toward him. This spiritual unity was the basic essence of the ef¬ 
fectiveness of his whole economic program. 
Secondly, Father Divine claimed to have no holdings in any of the 
cooperatives and to profit in no financial way from the operation. How¬ 
ever, this Movement prospered financially as business ventures succeeded 
and people became attracted to it because it offered economic security. 
Father Divine stated that his part in the cooperative was chiefly that 
of adviser. 
When starting a business, followers of Father Divine pooled their 
funds and their labor. "Divine Peace Mission Cooperative" spread into 
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every field of small endeavor.^ During the Depression, Father Divine 
was the wealthiest landlord in Harlem. His followers leased three apart¬ 
ment houses, nine private homes, and three meeting halls with upstairs 
2 
dormitories. His followers also operated several grocery stores, ten 
barber shops, ten dry-cleaning establishments, and twenty to thirty huck- 
3 
ster wagons featuring vegetables and fruits at "kingdom" prices. Father 
Divine's organization also purchased larger real estate holdings such as 
the Brigatine Hotel in Atlantic City, the Pine Brook Hotel in New Jersey, 
and Krum Elbow, which was across the Hudson River from President Roosevelts 
home. These properties were always purchased by cash transactions. These 
estates were redecorated and reconverted into hotels for everyone to enjoy. 
For example, one could go to the Brigatine Hotel in Atlantic City and get 
4 
lodging for only two dollars a week. Or one could go to the Pine Brook 
Hotel where lodging was one dollar and fifty cents per week, with meals 
at fifteen cents, or twenty-five cents with a dessert and a salad.3 
However, the most numerous of the Divine enterprises were his res¬ 
taurants. One could purchase a substantial meal for fifteen cents which 
included an abundant serving of meat, potatoes, a vegetable, bread, butter, 
£ 
and a drink—either coffee, tea, or milk. These restaurants made a sig¬ 
nificant contribution to the relief of misery in many cities during the 
^Light, op. cit., p. 144. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid. 
Charles S. Braden, These Also Believe (New York: The Macmillan 





After the Depression, Divine's business expansions continued, 
although membership in his organization decreased. By 1953 "Angels" 
operated hundreds of cooperative "Peace" garages, laundries, meat mar¬ 
kets, grocery stores, barber shops, construction and painting firms, 
tailor shops, furriers, restaurants, hotels, boarding houses, and photo¬ 
graphic studios in major cities from New York to Los Angeles.^ These 
cooperative enterprises made an important contribution to the business 
enterprises in our society because they are the basis upon which our co¬ 
operative enterprises are operated today. 
Persons who joined the Peace Mission Movement had to adhere to 
certain practices. First, they had to live in one of the "heavens" and 
turn over all their earnings and material possessions to the "Kingdom". 
Also, every person had to ascribe to the proposition that "Father Divine 
2 
is God". Secondly, they had to abandon their real names and adopt a 
"kingdom name" by which they were to be known. For example, names such 
as Joe and John and Mary were changed to Full-of-Joy Joseph, John of 
3 
Meekness and Light, and Faithful Mary. Third, they had to follow many 
strict vows, one of which was celibacy. Also, they were not allowed to 
drink, gamble, smoke, dance, or indulge in worldly vices. When a husband 
and wife team joined the Movement, their marital status changed to a 
brother-sister relationship and they ceased living together. Men and 
\ight, op. cit., p. 145. 
2Ibid. 
Marcus Bach, Strange Sects and Curious Cults (New York: Dodd, 
Mead & Co., 1961), p. 128. 
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women lived in separate "Kingdoms" upon joining the Movement. Further¬ 
more, racial discrimination was not tolerated in the Movement and every¬ 
one was treated equally as brother and sister. Father Divine offered his 
followers a salvation here on earth, and not after death. He avoided 
the subject of death in many of his sermons and interviews. 
Persons who joined the Movement were referred to as angels. How¬ 
ever, angelhood did not mean wings, it meant work.^ It meant close 
fellowship with Father, full time service in a cooperative enterprise, 
and a communal life in a "kingdom house" where all of God's children 
2 
dwelled together in peace. Angelhood demanded a life of strict disci¬ 
pline which was taken as a vow. So was poverty a vow, but theirs is a 
rich kind of poverty with an unusual kind of food and fellowship that 
3 
the world could never give. Living in poverty under Father Divine re¬ 
sulted in living like a king. 
These converted people came from many religious backgrounds and 
social classes. Any preconception about their intellectual status, or 
lack of it, had to be discarded when you actually find accredited Ph.D.'s 
teaching Negro and white children in Divine schools because of their love 
for the Peace Mission Movement. Many of the people dedicated their 
service free of charge because they felt that they were making a worth¬ 
while contribution to society. 
^Ibid., p. 128. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid. 
4Ibid., p. 129. 
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Many Peace Centers in several cities sponsored social welfare pro¬ 
grams which met the needs of the poor people. These Peace Centers 
included such programs as recreational activities, orphanages, homes 
for the aged, and employment agencies. Moreover, the Movement sponsored 
free evening classes for its followers. It offered classes in all aca¬ 
demic subjects, with practical classes in Americanism, Christianity, and 
Brotherhood.^ 
The Peace Mission Movement also served as a religious movement. The 
religious ideas of this movement differed from those held by other Christ¬ 
ian groups. This system had its own system of theology. 
If one reads Father Divine's sermons as they are published in the 
tabloid, the New Day, one is likely to emerge with the impression that he 
was an evangelical Christian holding about the same general ideas one 
2 
would find in almost any Evangelical Church. Man is a sinner who must 
repent and return to God in order to obtain a salvation, which he is 
3 
not, himself able to attain. 
The major point of difference is that Father Divine identifies him¬ 
self as God. Here appears one who proclaims or is proclaimed for him by 
4 
his followers that he himself is God—and none other. One only needs to 
listen to the songs and testimonies of Divine's followers to be convinced 
that they have no hesitation in affirming that he is God in the flesh. 
^Braden, op. cit., p. 42. 









Who'd you think 
We1 re yel1ing for? 
F-A-T-H-E-R, Father, D-I-V-NE 
That's the way we spell it 
Here's the way we yell it, 
Father Divine, Father Divine, 
God! God! God! 
Another example of their praises to him is as follows: 
Dean of the Universe 
Master of Omni potency 
Beloved Savior 
Master and King 
Beloved Lord and Savior 
Our Lord and Savior King Sweet 
Beloved King 
Supreme Poet of the Universe 
Author and Finisher of all part, 
present and future dispensations 
Great interpreter of all Creation 
Omnipotent interpreter.2 
Father Divine accepted without the slightest protest the assertions 
of his followers. He really believed that he was God and would never die. 
Evidence of this fact can be read in many of his sermons. A typical 
declaration made in a sermon is as follows: 
It is good to dwell together in Unity 
to dwell in the Oneness of GOD! 
By the Unity of the Spirit, of Mind, 
of Aim and of Purpose you are here, 
enjoying the Blessings of the Super¬ 
natural Presence of ALMIGHTY GOD 
not only so, but being Supernatural, 
Invisible and Intangible, but made 
11bid. 
2Ibid., p. 44. 
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Natural, Tangible, Real, and 
Practical for your comfort and 
your convenience.^ 
There were many members of the Peace Mission Movement who had 
never seen Father Divine in person. However, they still believed he was 
God and continued to praise him. A description of one such service is 
as follows: 
The ardor of their meetings is not dampened 
by the fact that the native returned in flesh. 
They claim that he is always present spiritually and 
in this manner accomplish miracles. During these 
meetings, the converts intone their devotion to 
Father Divine and recount what he has done for 
them. Impoverished hymns are sung to the 
accompaniment of clapping hands and the stamping 
of feet. Then, they whirl into a dance. Nightly 
they praise 'God' in this fashion.2 
This remarkable influence of Father Divine is explained in a large 
measure by the fact that he came along when economic conditions were such 
that free lodging, cheap meals, human companionship, and spiritual solace 
3 
met real and fundamental needs. 
One of the most joyous and colorful events which occurred in the 
Peace Mission Movement was the Holy Communion or Banquet service. This 
was a festive affair which many of Divine's followers and other inquisi¬ 
tive persons attended. The tables were beautifully set with fine china, 
glasses, and silverware. There were usually songs and testimonies given 
by various followers proclaiming that Father Divine was God. One inves¬ 
tigator gives an account of a banquet service which he attended. 
1 Ibid. 
2 
Roi Ottley, 'New World's A-Cominq1 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 
1943), p. 98. 
^Ibid. 
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. . .The women, who are trained particularly to 
serve, were dressed in white satin and were extremely 
neat and attractive in appearance. Some were white and 
some were of dark complexion. They began first with the 
serving of vegetable. Each heaping bowlful of well-cooked 
vegetable was brought to Father Divine first so that he 
might bless it before it was passed. This he did by put¬ 
ting in a serving spoon or fork and passing it to his 
right or left to start it on the long round of all the 
tables. Each guest served himself as much as he desired 
and then passed it to his neighbor. Eleven different 
cooked vegetables passed in quick succession. Then came 
platters of meat. Then came various fruit salads, breads, 
beverages, and finally desserts.1 
Father Divine was definitely a unique personality. Many persons 
2 
tried to understand him and his actions. According to Parker, psy¬ 
chiatrists classified Father Divine as a cyclothymic individual. The 
cyclothyme is the realist, the humorist, the shrewd observer of mankind 
and its weaknesses; the experimenter, putting convictions to the test of 
3 
real life. In the area of politics or leadership, the cyclothyme is 
described as an organizer who is spirited, sociable, and voluble. All 
of these qualities can be marked in Father Divine's personality. 
Father Divine received many criticisms from members of the black 
press, ministers from denominational churches, and storefront ministers. 
One columnist, Gordon Hancock of the Journal and Guide, of Norfolk, Vir¬ 
ginia made the following accusations: 
He accused Father Divine of being a clown. Since 
there is a demand for clowns in every field, Father Divine, 




Parker, op. cit., p. 202. 
3 lbid. 
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He also states that there is something pathetic and 
sordid about the great following of a man who is an imposter. 
Any man who claims to be God should be suspected and those 
who follow him should likewise be suspected. It is hoped 
that the Negro press may save the Negro race from the 
clamor for clowns.1 
If it had not been for the Depression, Father Divine would have 
never obtained the following he did. Even during the Depression, Father 
Divine persuaded a small percentage of blacks to join his movement. If 
he had not been too strict on the demands he made on his followers, his 
movement would have appealed to more people. However, this broader appeal 
would have undercut the fanatical zeal of sect members and so have dele- 
teriously affected Divine's capacity to operate on a small business 
2 
empire and autonomous social welfare institution. This movement was 
3 
unique only in its scope and intensity and not in its results. 
There are several factors which resulted in the demise of Father 
Divine's Peace Mission Movement. Father Divine died in 1965» although 
many of his followers in the lower class refused to accept his death. 
They had found economic and religious security in his following. One 
criticism of this movement is that Father Divine did not prepare his 
followers for any theory of incarnation or to achieve a rationalization 
for his disappearance among their midst. Following his death, there 
was a dispute among his followers over his assets. The movement gradu¬ 
ally declined and today it barely exists. 
Secondly, the economic conditions of society began to improve. 
^Ibid., p. 206. 
2 
Light, op. cit., p. 150. 
3Ibid. 
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Many Federal government programs were instigated to help poor people 
and they no longer depended on any one person to fill their needs. 
The Father Divine Peace Mission Movement cannot be ignored. It 
made an important contribution to society in that it was able to repro¬ 
duce among a minority of blacks cooperative business enterprises. 
CHAPTER IV 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
The purpose of this study has been to illustrate the affect the 
storefront church and its religion has on members of our society. 
The storefront church is a recent development in the history of the 
black church. It is located in a deteriorated area of the black commun¬ 
ity, and is usually housed in a previously commercial establishment such 
as an abandoned theatre, hall, store, or run-down house. It is an inde¬ 
pendent unit and is fundamentaliStic in belief. 
The storefront church is more characteristic of the northern than 
southern city. This is because blacks migrated from the South because 
of poor economic conditions and came North in hopes of finding better 
opportunities. This mass migration resulted in black communities created 
in the urban areas of the North. The black migrant faced many problems 
to which he was not accustomed in his new city environment. These prob¬ 
lems were inadequate housing, poor living conditions, and discrimination. 
However, the most serious crisis in the life of the migrant was 
produced by the absence of the rural-type church. The migrant attended 
churches in the city, but these religious services were too sophisticated 
for him. Furthermore, he was looked down upon by members of these churches 
because of his grammar and southern ways. The black migrant did not feel 
at home in the city church and desired a form of worship similar to that 
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which he knew in the rural South. Thus, he pulled out and found the 
storefront church. The storefront church provided an opportunity for 
emotional expression, a sense of status to the members, and an assur¬ 
ance of spiritual healing. 
The storefront church differs from the well-established denomina¬ 
tional church in that it has a less complex organizational structure. 
The minister of the storefront church is not well-educated. The store¬ 
front church offers a kind of "moonlighting" for many ministers because 
many of them hold regular jobs. The sermons preached are concerned 
about the sins others are doing. It is this type of theological approach 
which meets the needs of the people. 
The membership of the storefront church consists mainly of people 
from the lower class. The need for recognition is fundamental to most 
human motivation. It is only natural that persons of low economic status 
—who do not have the opportunity of participating in the expressive 
means of secular self-expression—should turn to the church to satisfy 
their need for recognition. 
Many sects arose in the storefront churches during the years of 
the Depression. These represented doctrinal splits within the older 
established churches. These splits took such names like "Holiness," 
"Church of God," etc., testifying to their essentially Christian or 
Judaic motivation. The "holiness" churches comprise those sects which 
require the following experiences before an individual could be "saved" 
—conversion, sanctification (leading to a pure life), and spirit 
possession (filled with the Holy Spirit). When one is converted, he 
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turns from the sins of the world and concentrates upon "spiritual" 
values. If the conversion is genuine, it should result in living a pure 
life (sometimes called "sanctified"). Afterwards an unusual experience 
may occur. This may be in the form of a vision, a dream, or a miracu¬ 
lous healing. 
One of the most popular sects to arise during the 1930's was the 
Father Divine Peace Mission Movement. The Peace Mission Movement was 
an economic, social, and religious movement to masses of people from all 
social classes and walks of life. If it had not been for the economic 
condition of the country, Father Divine's Peace Mission Movement would 
not have succeeded. The Movement arose during the Depression of the 
1930's. He offered people free chicken dinners, set up an employment 
agency, and preached his style of religion to them. He envisioned him¬ 
self as God and through his charismatic personality persuaded people to 
join his movement. Persons who joined the Movement turned over all their 
material possessions to Father Divine. They also had to give up such 
vows as celibacy, drinking, and smoking. He promised his followers sal¬ 
vation while here on Earth, and not after death. 
The Peace Mission Movement had social and religious functions. 
However, the most significant aspect of the Movement was its economic 
function. It was a group of cooperatives sharing their resources. It 
was based upon principles taught by Father Divine and brought into 
spiritual unity by the economic loyalty and devotion which all members 
felt toward him. Father Divine was the wealthiest landlord in Harlem 
during the Depression. He had established restaurant chains, barber 
shops, hotel chains, and various other properties throughout the United 
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States. It is the basis of this cooperative plan that many black enter¬ 
prises are established today. 
The reason for the demise of Father Divine's organization is that 
he did not prepare his followers for any theory of incarnation or to 
achieve a rationalization for his disappearance among their midst. This 
was very difficult for lower class people to accept because they depended 
upon him for their economic and religious security. Father Divine died 
in 1965. Following his death there was a big dispute among his followers 
over his assets. 
Furthermore, the economic conditions of the country began to improve 
Many Federal government programs to assist the poor were instigated. Thus 
these people did not have to depend on one person to fulfill all their 
needs. 
In conclusion, storefront churches exist largely because the great 
denominational "well-established" churches have failed to reach these 
lower class people. If the larger churches were satisfying them, they 
would find it unnecessary to worship in storefront edifices. It seems 
apparent, however, that such religious groups will continue until accepted 
religious or social institutions fill a void in the lives of storefront 
members. 
Whatever position is assumed, it is evident that the storefront 
church and its religion must be further explored if we are to understand 
more fully their place in both the secular and the religious communities, 
and their relationship to contemporary trends in American life. 
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